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MRAM WITH STORAGE LAYER AND 
SUPER-PARAMAGNETIC SENSING LAYER 

This is a Divisional application of US. patent application 
Ser. No. 11/200,380, ?led onAug. 9, 2005, now US. Pat. No. 
7,696,548 Which is herein incorporated by reference in its 
entirety, and assigned to a common assignee. 

FIELD OF THE INVENTION 

The invention relates to a MRAM structure having a mag 
netic tunnel junction (MT]) With one ferromagnetic layer and 
one super-paramagnetic free layer Which are separated by a 
tunneling layer. Digital information is read out from a sepa 
rate storage layer by the MT] sensing element. 

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION 

Magnetic random access memory (MRAM) that incorpo 
rates a MT] as a memory storage device is a strong candidate 
to provide a high density, fast (1-30 ns read/Write speed), and 
non-volatile solution for future memory applications. An 
MRAM array is generally comprised of an array of parallel 
?rst conductive lines on a horizontal plane, an array of par 
allel second conductive lines on a second horizontal plane 
spaced above and formed in a direction perpendicular to the 
?rst conductive lines, and a MT] interposed betWeen a ?rst 
conductive line and a second conductive line at each cross 
over point. A ?rst conductive line may be a Word line While a 
second conductive line is a bit line or vice versa. Alternatively, 
the ?rst conductive line may be a sectioned line Which is a 
bottom electrode. There are typically other devices including 
transistors and diodes beloW the array of ?rst conductive 
lines. 

The MT] consists of a stack of layers With a con?guration 
in Which tWo ferromagnetic layers are separated by a thin 
insulating layer such as A1203, AlNXOY, or NiOX Which is 
called a tunnel barrier layer. One of the ferromagnetic layers 
is a pinned layer in Which the magnetization (magnetic 
moment) direction is more or less uniform along a preset 
direction and is ?xed by exchange coupling With an adjacent 
anti-ferromagnetic (AFM) pinning layer. The second ferro 
magnetic layer is a free layer in Which the magnetization 
direction can be changed by external magnetic ?elds. The 
magnetization direction of the free layer may change in 
response to external magnetic ?elds Which can be generated 
by passing currents through the conductive lines as in a Write 
operation. When the magnetization direction of the free layer 
is parallel to that of the pinned layer, there is a loWer resis 
tance for tunneling current across the insulating layer (tunnel 
barrier) than When the magnetization directions of the free 
and pinned layers are anti-parallel. The MT] stores digital 
information (“0” and “1”) as a result of having one of tWo 
different magnetic states. 

In a read operation, the information is read by sensing the 
magnetic state (resistance level) of the MT] through a sensing 
current ?oWing through the MT], typically in a current per 
pendicular to plane (CPP) con?guration. During a Write 
operation, the information is Written to the MT] by changing 
the magnetic state to an appropriate one by generating exter 
nal magnetic ?elds as a result of applying bit line and Word 
line currents. Cells Which are selectively Written to are subject 
to magnetic ?elds from both a bit line and Word line While 
adjacent cells (half-selected cells) are only exposed to a bit 
line or a Word line ?eld. Due to variations in MT] size and 
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2 
shape that affect the sWitching ?eld of a free layer, a magnetic 
state in a half-selected cell may be undesirably altered When 
Writing to a selected cell. 

To preserve data (magnetic state) against erasure, an in 
plane magnetic anisotropy has to be strong enough in the 
storing magnetic layer. Current designs are based on shape 
anisotropy involving rectangular, ellipse, eye, and diamond 
like patterns. Coercivity in these designs is highly dependent 
on shape, aspect ratio, and MT] cell size and is therefore very 
sensitive to cell shape and edge shape Which are subject to 
variations because of cell patterning processes. As a result, 
MT] cell differences can make the sWitching ?eld highly 
variable and dif?cult to control. 

Referring to FIG. 1, a conventional MT] 1 is shoWn 
betWeen a ?rst conductive layer 2 and a second conductive 
layer 9. The MT] 1 is comprised of a seed layer 3, an anti 
ferromagnetic (AFM) layer 4, a ferromagnetic (pinned) layer 
5, a tunnel barrier layer 6, a ferromagnetic (free) layer 7, and 
a capping layer 8. A sensing current 10 is shoWn in a CPP 
con?guration along the z-axis. In the quiescent state, the free 
layer magnetization lies along the orientation of the pinned 
layer, either parallel or anti-parallel to the pinned layer mag 
netization. In other Words, in an example Where the magnetic 
direction of the pinned layer 5 is aligned along the +x direc 
tion, the magnetic direction of the free layer 7 may be oriented 
along either the +x or —x direction. Storage of the digital 
information is thus provided by the direction of the free layer 
magnetization. 

Referring to FIG. 2, the resistance of a MT] element is 
shoWn as a function of the external ?eld along the orientation 
of the pinned layer magnetization. When the ?eld is off, the 
tWo states With minimum and maximum resistance corre 
spond to the free layer magnetization being parallel and anti 
parallel, respectively, to the pinned layer magnetization. The 
?eld (Hs) required to sWitch betWeen the tWo states is deter 
mined by the anisotropy energy Which is related to shape 
anisotropy, for example, of the element. 
The MT] con?guration depicted in FIG. 1 has several 

shortcomings With regard to MRAM applications. The cou 
pling betWeen the free layer and the pinned layer due to 
roughness of the tunnel barrier (oxide) layer is often called the 
orange peel effect. This coupling induces a bias in the sWitch 
ing threshold of free layer magnetization. Variations in this 
coupling cause undesirable variations in the sWitching thresh 
old. A second problem With conventional MT] s is that mag 
netic charges at the edges of the pinned layer produce a bias 
and variations in this bias also lead to variations in the sWitch 
ing threshold. Another issue is that in order to achieve reliable 
sWitching behavior, the free layer is generally limited to mate 
rials With small coercivity (Hc). HoWever, materials With 
small Hc typically do not produce a suf?ciently high magne 
toresistive (MR) ratio to meet high performance require 
ments. On the other hand, materials such as CoFeB and CoFe 
With high Fe content that are desirable for high MR ratios do 
not have the necessary magnetic softness for loW coercivity. 
Therefore, a novel MT] con?guration is needed to overcome 
these shortcomings in state of the art MRAM devices. 
US. Pat. No. 6,844,202 discloses a sensor to detect the 

presence of magnetic particles that are essentially paramag 
netic such that their magnetization is a function of the external 
magnetic ?eld. The sensor element is a planar layer With a 
circular magnetic moment that changes to a radial direction 
due to a radial fringing ?eld of the magnetic particles. 
A MT] is disclosed in US. Pat. No. 6,730,395 and in 

related US. Patent Application 2002/ 0074541 Wherein a hard 
layer of a magnetic device is made of nanoparticles that are 
separated by an insulating barrier comprised of a carbon 
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based coating. The free layer is formed on the insulating 
barrier. In this case, the nanoparticles are required to remain 
ferromagnetic to maintain a magnetic moment. 

In U. S. Patent Application 2005/ 0026308, a magnetic liner 
is formed With super para-magnetic properties to eliminate 
fringing ?elds and hysteresis effects. Ferromagnetic ?lms are 
made from ferromagnetic particles about 10 nm in siZe and 
are separated from one another by a polymer, non-magnetic 
metal, or an oxide. 
US. Patent Application 2004/ 0023065 and a related pub 

lication “Spin-Dependent Tunneling Junctions With Super 
paramagnetic Sensing Layers” by D. Wang et. al, IEEE Trans 
actions on Magnetics, Vol. 19, No. 5, p. 2812-2814 (2003) 
describe a super-paramagnetic (SP) free layer made of 
NiFeCo that is formed on a Ru bottom electrode. The Ru 
bottom electrode functions as a buffer layer to enable forma 
tion of uniform platelets in the overlying NiFeCo layer. HoW 
ever, as the device has no hysteresis, information cannot be 
stored therein. Thus, the scope is limited to a magnetic ?eld 
sensor and does not encompass memory applications. 

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION 

One objective of the present invention is to provide a MT] 
based on a super-paramagentic (SP) free layer in a pinned/ 
tunnel/ SP free con?guration that eliminates the problem of 
free layer/ pinned layer coupling and the incompatibility issue 
for free layer materials to have a loW Hc and yet produce a 
high MR ratio for the MT]. 
A second objective of the present invention is to provide a 

MRAM structure having a storage element for digital infor 
mation that is separate from a MT] element comprised of a 
super-paramagnetic free layer. 

In accordance With the present invention, there is a MT] 
element (sensor) comprised of a stack With a ferromagnetic 
(pinned) layer, a middle tunneling layer, and a SP free layer 
Wherein the pinned layer is the bottom layer in the stack. The 
SP free layer has no (or very little) residual magnetiZation in 
the absence of an external ?eld and has a magnetiZation 
substantially proportional to an external ?eld in any orienta 
tion. The MT] may be further comprised of a seed layer 
formed on a substrate and an anti-ferromagnetic (AFM) layer 
betWeen the seed layer and pinned layer that pins the mag 
netic orientation of the pinned layer along a ?rst axis. In this 
con?guration, the MT] may serve as a linear sensing element 
that has no shape requirement. The seed layer is disposed on 
a substrate such as a ?rst conductive line Which is also knoWn 
as a bottom electrode or bottom conductor. The bottom con 
ductor may serve only as a connection to an underlying selec 
tion transistor. 

In the exemplary embodiment that applies to a MRAM 
structure, a key element is a storage layer for storing digital 
information that can be read out by the MT] sensing element. 
In one aspect, the storage layer is a separate ferromagnetic or 
ferrimagnetic layer Which is formed above, beloW, or adjacent 
to the MT] sensor. The storage layer may be laminated and 
may be pinned by anAFM layer. The storage layer has anisot 
ropy such as shape anisotropy to produce at least tWo stable 
states for storing digital information. Preferably, the easy axis 
of storage layer anisotropy is aligned so that the stray ?eld 
from storage layer magnetiZation is in the same orientation as 
the pinned layer magnetiZation along a ?rst axis. In one aspect 
in Which the MT] has a pinned/tunnel/ SP free con?guration, 
the storage layer can be positioned above the free layer or 
beloW the pinned layer. When the MT] has a SP free/tunnel/ 
pinned con?guration, the storage layer may be located above 
the pinned layer or beloW the free layer. The MT] may also 
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4 
include an uppermost capping layer Wherein the capping 
layer contacts the bottom of a top conductor. The lengthWise 
directions of the top and bottom conductors are not necessar 
ily orthogonal to each other. 

In a second embodiment, the storage layer and MT] layers 
are deposited during the same deposition sequence, and pat 
terned simultaneously to provide a self-aligned con?gura 
tion. The storage layer is formed on a non-magnetic conduct 
ing spacer layer Within the MT] and has a magnetiZation that 
can be aligned parallel (representing the digital state “0”) or 
anti-parallel (representing the digital state “1”) to the pinned 
layer magnetiZation direction. This embodiment encom 
passes at least four con?gurations in Which the ?rst stack 
comprised of the storage layer on the spacer can be placed 
either above or beloW a second stack that includes the pinned 
layer, AFM layer, tunneling (insulating layer) and S-P free 
layer. Moreover, the second stack may have the pinned layer 
either above or beloW the tunneling layer. In all con?gura 
tions, there is a seed layer beloW the second stack and a 
capping layer as the uppermost layer in the MT]. 

In either embodiment, the storage layer may be comprised 
of laminated layers as in a synthetic structure. Furthermore, 
the pinned layer may have a synthetic anti-parallel (SyAP) 
con?guration to minimize the stray ?eld from pinned layer 
magnetization. 

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS 

FIG. 1 is a cross-sectional vieW shoWing that free layer 
magnetiZation is aligned either parallel or anti-parallel to 
pinned layer magnetiZation in a conventional MT]. 

FIG. 2 is a plot that shoWs the resistance of the MT] 
element in FIG. 1 as a function of the external ?eld along the 
orientation of the pinned layer magnetiZation. 

FIG. 3 is a plot that shoWs MT] resistance vs. external ?eld 
in any direction (other than being exactly orthogonal to the 
pinned layer magnetiZation) according to an embodiment of 
the present invention. 

FIG. 4 is a cross-section of a MT] having an insulating 
(tunneling) layer betWeen a pinned layer and S-P free layer 
according to one embodiment of the present invention. 

FIG. 5 is a plot of ?eld vs. current that depicts the charac 
teristics of a conventional MT] element having a tunneling 
layer betWeen a free layer and a pinned layer. 

FIG. 6 is a plot of ?eld vs. uA for a MT] according to one 
embodiment of the present invention Wherein a tunneling 
layer is betWeen a pinned layer and an S-P free layer. 

FIG. 7 is a cross-section of a MRAM according to one 
embodiment of the present invention in Which a storage layer 
is separated from and positioned above a top conductor and a 
MT] having a super-paramagnetic free layer. 

FIG. 8 is a top-doWn vieW of the storage layer in FIG. 7 
shoWing one embodiment Where an elliptical shape is used to 
provide shape anisotropy. 

FIG. 9 is a cross-section of a MRAM according to one 
embodiment of the present invention in Which a storage layer 
is separated from and positioned beloW a bottom conductor 
and a MT] having a super-paramagnetic free layer. 

FIGS. 10-14 are cross-sections of a MRAM according to 
various embodiments of the present invention in Which a 
storage layer and third conductor are positioned above a top 
conductor and a MT] having a super-paramagnetic free layer. 

FIGS. 15-19 are cross-sections of a MRAM according to 
various embodiments of the present invention in Which a 
storage layer and third conductor are positioned beloW a 
bottom conductor and a MT] having a super-paramagnetic 
free layer. 
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FIG. 20 is a cross-section of a MRAM according to one 
embodiment of the present invention in Which a storage layer 
is separated from and positioned adj acent to a MT]. 

FIGS. 21-24 are cross-sections of a MT] according to 
various embodiments of the present invention Wherein the 
storage layer is formed on a non-magnetic conducting spacer 
layer Within a MT] element having a super-paramagnetic free 
layer 

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE INVENTION 

The present invention is a MRAM structure comprised of a 
MT] having a ferromagnetic layer and a super-paramagnetic 
(SP) free layer that are separated by a tunneling layer in a 
pinned/tunnel/SP free con?guration. The MRAM also 
includes a storage layer (for storing digital information) that 
is separated from the MT], disposed on the top surface of the 
MT], or formed at the bottom surface of the MT]. The draW 
ings are provided by Way of example and are not intended to 
limit the scope of the invention. Note that only one MT] is 
depicted in the draWings but it should be understoodthat there 
are a plurality of MT] s in an array that has multiple roWs and 
columns in a memory device such as an MRAM chip. Fur 
thermore, the MT] may have a pinned/tunnel/ SP free con 
?guration or an SP free/tunnel/pinned con?guration. The 
super-paramagnetic free layer has no (or very little) residual 
magnetiZation in the absence of an external ?eld and has a 
magnetiZation substantially proportional to an external ?eld 
in any orientation until reaching a saturation value. 

The exemplary embodiments depict a lTlMT] MRAM 
architecture Wherein a bit line is the top conductor line and the 
bottom electrodes are patterned conductor pads connected to 
an underlying selection transistor (not shoWn). Word lines are 
separated by an insulator layer from other conductive ele 
ments and are positioned above the bit lines or beneath the 
bottom electrode. HoWever, the present invention may also 
apply to a “cross point array” architecture in Which MT] s are 
connected directly to bit lines and Word lines as appreciated 
by those skilled in the art. 

According to the present invention, a plot (FIG. 3) is shoWn 
of MT] resistance vs. external ?eld in any direction (other 
than being exactly orthogonal to the pinned layer magnetiZa 
tion). The plot in FIG. 3 is used to introduce the basic concept 
of a MT] con?guration having a tunneling layer betWeen a 
ferromagnetic (pinned) layer and a super-paramagnetic free 
layer. Without an external ?eld (HsIO), there is no remnant 
magnetiZation in the SP free layer and the MT] resistance is 
midWay betWeen maximum and minimum values. With a 
small external ?eld, the remnant magnetiZation is roughly 
proportional to the external ?eld and so is the MT] resistance. 
Note that the indicated linear behavior is only approximate 
and only exists for a small ?eld. The total resistance change 
depends on the orientation of the applied ?eld. The maximum 
resistance change is achieved When the applied ?eld is in the 
same orientation as the pinned layer. As the applied ?eld 
orientation deviates from the pinned layer magnetiZation 
direction, the total resistance change becomes smaller and 
equals Zero When the applied ?eld is orthogonal to the pinned 
layer magnetiZation direction. 

Referring to FIG. 4, a MT] 38 formed according to the 
present invention is illustrated. The MT] 38 is formed on a 
substrate 21 Which may be a bottom conductor in a MRAM 
structure. Typically, the bottom conductor is coplanar With a 
?rst insulation layer (not shoWn) and is formed in an array of 
bottom conductors by a conventional method. The MT] 38 is 
formed on the substrate 21 by a method knoWn to those 
skilled in the art. Generally, a MT] stack of layers is sputter 
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6 
deposited on the array of bottom conductors and the adjoining 
?rst insulation layer and then a patterning and etching 
sequence is folloWed to generate a plurality of MT]s on the 
bottom conductors Wherein each MT] has a top, bottom, and 
sideWalls, and there is one bottom conductor beloW each MT] 
element. 
The bottom layer in the MT] 38 is typically a seed layer 22 

such as NiFeCr, NiCr, Ta, Ru, or laminated ?lms thereof that 
promote uniform and densely packed groWth in subsequently 
formed layers. Above the seed layer 22 is an anti-ferromag 
netic (AFM) layer 23 Which in one embodiment is PtMn 
although NiMn, OsMn, IrMn, RuMn, RhMn, PdMn, 
RuRhMn, or PtPdMn may also be employed as the AFM layer 
Which is used to pin the magnetiZation direction in an over 
lying ferromagnetic (pinned) layer 24. The pinned layer 24 is 
preferably comprised of one or more of Ni, Co, and Fe or an 
alloy thereof and has a thickness betWeen about 10 and 200 
Angstroms. The magnetiZation direction of the pinned layer 
24 is set along the x-axis in this example. Optionally, the 
pinned layer 24 may be a synthetic anti-parallel pinned 
(SyAP) layer in Which tWo ferromagnetic layers (not shoWn) 
such as CoFe of slightly different thicknesses are separated by 
a thin Ru, Rh, or Ir coupling layer that maintains strong 
anti-parallel magnetic coupling betWeen the tWo ferromag 
netic layers as appreciated by those skilled in the art. In other 
Words, the SyAP pinned layer has a sandWich con?guration in 
Which the magnetiZation direction of a loWer ferromagnetic 
(AP2) layer may be ?xed along the x-axis by the AFM layer 
23. An upper ferromagnetic (AP1) layer has a magnetiZation 
direction anti -parallel to that of the AP2 layer that results in a 
small net magnetic moment for the pinned layer along the 
same axis as the AP2 magnetic moment. The SyAP con?gu 
ration minimiZes the stray ?eld from the pinned layer mag 
netiZation. 

In one aspect, the AFM layer 23 may be omitted. In this 
case, the pinned layer 24 may have a magnetiZation direction 
set along the x-axis by an external magnetic ?eld that Was 
applied during deposition or during an annealing step. 
A tunnel barrier layer also knoWn as an insulating layer and 

hereafter referred to as tunneling layer 25 is disposed on the 
ferromagnetic (pinned) layer 24. In one embodiment, an Al 
layer is sputter deposited on the pinned layer and is subse 
quently oxidiZed to form a tunneling layer 25 comprised of 
AlOX With a thickness of about 5 to 15 Angstroms before the 
remaining MT] layers are sputter deposited. Alternatively, the 
tunneling layer 25 may be made of TiOx, HfOx, MgO, or a 
lamination of one or more of the aforementioned oxides. In 

another embodiment, the tunneling layer 25 is comprised a 
nitride such as AINx, TiNx, HfNx, MgNx, or a lamination of 
one or more of the aforementioned nitrides. 

There is an SP free layer 26 having a thickness of from 5 to 
20Angstroms formed on the tunneling layer 25. In one aspect, 
the SP free layer 26 is comprised of nano-magnetic particles 
isolated from each other Without exchange coupling among 
particles. For example, the same ferromagnetic materials 
employed in a conventional MT] such as Co, Fe, Ni, and 
alloys thereof, including CoFe, NiFe, CoFeNi and CoFeB 
may be used as the SP free layer 26 but at a thickness beloW 
a certain critical thickness. Preferably, the SP free layer 26 has 
a composition represented by COxFeyBZ Wherein x, y, and Z 
are the atomic % of Co, Fe, and B, respectively, x+y+Z:l00, 
x is betWeen about 40 and 60, y is from about 15 to 30, and Z 
is from about 12.5 to 25. BeloW the certain critical thickness, 
the SP free layer may become discontinuous and resemble a 
nano-magnetic layer With isolated magnetic particles. The 
present invention also encompasses multiple layers of the 
so-called nano-magnetic layers arranged in a laminated struc 
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ture in order to advantageously provide a high MR ratio. 
Furthermore, materials such as Cr, Ta, Ag, Cu, and Zr that 
promote grain separation may be added as thin layers about 2 
to 30 Angstroms thick betWeen laminated magnetic layers in 
the SP free layer 26 to further isolate magnetic particles. The 
SP free layer 26 described herein has no (or very little) 
residual magnetization in the absence of an external ?eld and 
has a magnetization substantially proportional to an external 
?eld (in any orientation) With small ?eld values. 

In the exemplary embodiment, the top layer of the MT] 38 
is a capping layer 27 With a thickness of about 50 to a feW 
hundred Angstroms and is typically a conductive material 
such as Cu, Ru, Ta, TaN, W or a composite layer. Alterna 
tively, the capping layer 27 is omitted and is replaced by a 
non-magnetic spacer layer that serves as a seed layer for a 
storage layer to be explained in a later section. 

Referring to FIG. 5, the characteristics of a conventional 
MT] are illustrated. The data in this plot Was generated from 
an MT] stack that Was fabricated by successively forming the 
folloWing layers on a substrate: a 40 Angstrom thick seed 
layer made of NiCr; a l50Angstrom thickAFM layer made of 
PtMn; a SyAP pinned layer comprised of a lower 18 Ang 
strom thick CoFe layer and an upper 15 Angstrom thick CoFe 
layer separated by an 8 Angstrom thick Ru layer; an AlOx 
tunneling layer made by oxidizing a 10 Angstrom thick Al 
?lm; a laminated ferromagnetic free layer comprised of a 30 
Angstrom thick NiFe layer on a 5 Angstrom thick CoFe layer; 
and a 250 Angstrom thick Ru capping layer. FIG. 6 shoWs the 
results of the same MT] stack except the free layer is an S-P 
free layer comprised of a laminated ?lm With a 15 Angstrom 
thick NiFe layer on a 5 Angstrom thick CoFe layer according 
to an embodiment of the present invention. The tWo MT] 
elements Were patterned by the same process sequence and 
have an elliptical shape from a top-doWn perspective With a 
long axis of 1 micron in length and a short axis of 0.5 microns 
in length. As mentioned previously With respect to FIG. 3, 
there is no remnant magnetization in an SP free layer in the 
absence of an external ?eld and the MT] resistance as mea 
sured by a current (in uA) is midWay betWeen maximum and 
minimum values at the point Where the external ?eld is zero. 

Without remnant magnetization, the MT] element func 
tions as a ?eld sensor. In MRAM applications, a separate 
storage layer is required to store information. As a conse 
quence, an advantage of the present invention is that the 
storage layer and MT] can be improved independently. Spe 
ci?cally, the SP free layer is optimized for high dR/R While 
the storage layer is optimized for magnetic softness and ther 
mal stability. It should be noted that a seed layer may be 
employed to optimize the magnetic properties of a seed layer 
deposited thereon. Accordingly, a seed layer comprised of Ta, 
Ru, Cu, NiCr, NiFeCr, or laminations thereof, or alloys 
thereof may be used advantageously to promote the deposi 
tion of an overlying storage layer. 
A key feature of the present invention is a storage layer that 

is preferably a ferromagnetic layer such as NiFe, CoFe, or 
alloys thereof or a ferrimagnetic layer as understood by those 
skilled in the art. Optionally, the storage layer may be pinned 
by an AFM layer (not shoWn) formed on at least one side of 
the storage layer. Furthermore, the storage layer may have a 
SyAP con?guration as understood by those skilled in the art. 
In an alternative embodiment, the storage layer is a lamina 
tion of one or more ferromagnetic layers and/or one or more 
ferrimagnetic layers. The storage layer needs anisotropy such 
as shape anisotropy to produce at least tWo stable states for 
storing digital information. The digital values “0” and “l” are 
represented by a storage layer magnetization aligned parallel 
or anti-parallel, respectively, to the pinned layer magnetiza 
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tion direction. The storage layer has a certain thickness, a 
lengthwise dimension that is preferably unequal to a Width 
Wise dimension, and a shape in the form of a rectangle, 
ellipse, eye, or diamond from a top-doWn vieW. To maximize 
the signal output, the easy axis of storage layer anisotropy is 
preferably oriented such that the stray ?eld from the storage 
layer magnetization is in the same orientation as the ferro 
magnetic (pinned) layer magnetization. In other Words, the 
storage layer preferably has a uniaxial anisotropy. The easy 
axis is de?ned as the preferred axis for the magnetization 
direction. There are several embodiments for con?guring the 
storage layer in relation to an SP free layer and a pinned layer 
in an adjacent MT]. 

Referring to FIG. 7, an embodiment is depicted in Which a 
MT] 28 having an SP free layer (not shoWn) is formed 
betWeen a bottom conductor 21 and a top conductor 31, and 
an insulating layer 30 is disposed along both sideWalls of the 
MT]. In one aspect, the MT] 28 is equivalent to the MT] 38 
described previously. Optionally, the MT] 28 may have a SP 
free/tunnel/pinned con?guration involving tunneling layer 25 
(not shoWn), a pinned layer With a composition and thickness 
similar to that of pinned layer 24, and an SP free layer With a 
thickness and composition similar to that of SP free layer 26. 
The Width c of the top portion of the MT] may be less than or 
about equal to the Width e of the bottom portion of the MT]. 
There is a storage layer 3311 having a thickness t 1 of about 20 
to 50 Angstroms and a lengthWise dimension W1, preferably 
greater than c, Which is located above and separated from the 
top conductor 31 by a distance d1. The storage layer 3311 is 
formed in a second insulating layer 32 made of silicon oxide 
or another dielectric material that may be comprised of a stack 
of dielectric layers. The insulating layer 32 extends a certain 
distance above the storage layer 3311. The stray ?eld 34 from 
the storage layer 3311 is oriented along the x-axis similar to the 
magnetization direction of the pinned layer 24 (not shoWn). In 
other Words, the long axis of storage layer 3311 is preferably in 
the same direction as the magnetization direction of the 
pinned layer 24. 

Referring to FIG. 8, a top-doWn vieW of the storage layer 
3311 is shoWn. In the exemplary embodiment, the shape 
anisotropy is produced by an elliptical shape having a long 
axis 50 With the lengthWise dimension Wl along the x-axis 
and a short axis 51 oriented along the y-axis and having a 
Width b Wherein Wl>b. From a top-doWn perspective, the 
shape of the storage layer 33a may be different than the shape 
of the MT] 28. In other Words, the storage layer 33a may have 
an elliptical shape While the MT] 28 has a rectangular, eye, or 
diamond like shape. 

Referring to FIG. 9, a second embodiment is shoWn in 
Which a storage layer 33b having a length W2 along the x-axis 
and a thickness t2 of from 20 to 50 Angstroms is formed 
Within an insulating layer 20 at a distance d2 beneath the 
bottom conductor 21. The insulating layer 20 may also be 
comprised of one or more dielectric layers. Note that W2 is 
preferably greater than the Width e of the MT] 28. 

Referring to FIGS. 10-14, the embodiment depicted in 
FIG. 7 is modi?ed to encompass various con?gurations that 
incorporate a third conductor 35 having a Width v that is 
preferably greater than the Width of the storage layer 3311. 
Depending on circuit architecture, the top and bottom con 
ductors may each be one of bit line, Word line, or simply 
conduction electrodes and the third conductor can be a Word 
line or bit line. For the purpose of this discussion, the top 
conductor 31 Will hereafter be referred to as a bit line and the 
third conductor 35 Will be designated a Word line. According 
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to the present invention, the third conductor is used for Writ 
ing and may be placed in numerous locations relative to the 
storage layer and MT]. 

Referring to FIG. 10, a ?rst con?guration is shoWn in 
Which the storage layer 33a is formed a distance dl greater 
than 0 above the top conductor 31 in the insulating layer 32 
and the third conductor 35 is placed a distance s 1 greater than 
0 above the storage layer and Within the insulating layer 32. It 
should be understood that the top conductor 31 and third 
conductor 35 are aligned substantially orthogonal to each 
other. During a Write operation, Write currents are passed in 
both the top conductor 31 and third conductor 35 to Write the 
selected storage layer 33a Which is advantageously placed 
betWeen the top conductor and third conductor to achieve a 
high Write e?iciency. The bottom conductor 21 is used for 
connecting the MT] 28 through a selection transistor (not 
shoWn) to ground. 

Referring to FIG. 11, a second con?guration is shoWn 
Wherein the storage layer 3311 is electrically in contact With 
the top conductor 31 to reduce the spacing dl (FIG. 10) to Zero 
betWeen the storage layer and top conductor and thereby 
further increase the Write e?iciency. This arrangement has the 
additional advantage in that the distance betWeen the storage 
layer 3311 and the SP free layer (not shoWn) in the MT] 28 is 
decreased to increase the read e?iciency. 

In FIG. 12, a third con?guration is depicted in Which the 
storage layer 3311 is electrically in contact With the third 
conductor 35 to reduce the spacing sl (FIG. 10) to Zero 
betWeen the storage layer and third conductor and thereby 
further increase the Write ef?ciency compared With the ?rst 
con?guration. 

In FIG. 13, a fourth con?guration is shoWn Wherein the 
third conductor 35 is placed betWeen top conductor 31 and 
storage layer 3311. The third conductor is located Within 
dielectric layer 32 at a distance s3 above the top conductor 31 
and the storage layer 33a is formed a distance d3 above the 
third conductor in dielectric layer 32. 

In FIG. 14, a ?fth con?guration is illustrated Wherein the 
distance d3 in FIG. 13 is reduced to Zero. As a result, the 
storage layer 3311 is in electrical contact With the third con 
ductor 35 Which improves both the Write ef?ciency and read 
ef?ciency compared With the fourth con?guration. 

Referring to FIGS. 15-19, the embodiment depicted in 
FIG. 9 is modi?ed to encompass various con?gurations that 
incorporate a third conductor 35 beloW the MT] and bottom 
conductor. Again, the top conductor 31 may be considered as 
a bit line and the third conductor 35 Will be designated a Word 
line. The third conductor is used for Writing and may be 
placed in numerous locations relative to the storage layer 33b 
and MT] 28. Usually, the bottom conductor 21 is rather thin 
so that the con?gurations represented in FIGS. 15-19 have a 
reduced spacing betWeen the storage layer 33b and the SP free 
layer (not shoWn) for enhanced read ef?ciency. 

Referring to FIG. 15, a sixth con?guration is depicted in 
Which the storage layer 33b is located Within a dielectric layer 
20 at a distance d2 greater than Zero beneath the bottom 
conductor 21 and the third conductor 35 is formed a distance 
s2 greater than Zero beloW the storage layer and Within the 
dielectric layer 20. 

In FIG. 16, a seventh con?guration is shoWn Wherein the 
storage layer 33b is electrically in contact With the bottom 
conductor 21 to reduce the spacing d2 to Zero betWeen the 
storage layer and bottom conductor and thereby reduces the 
distance betWeen the storage layer 33b and the SP free layer 
(not shoWn) in the MT] 28 to further increase the read e?i 

20 

25 

30 

35 

40 

45 

50 

55 

60 

65 

10 
ciency. Moreover, the distance betWeen the top conductor 31 
and the storage layer 33b is reduced to improve the Write 
e?iciency. 

In FIG. 17, an eighth con?guration is depicted in Which the 
storage layer 33b is electrically in contact With the third 
conductor 35 to reduce the spacing s2 to Zero and thereby 
further increase the Write ef?ciency compared With the sixth 
con?guration. 

Referring to FIG. 18, a ninth con?guration is shoWn in 
Which the third conductor 35 is placed betWeen the bottom 
conductor 21 and the storage layer 33b. The third conductor is 
located Within the dielectric layer 20 at a distance s4 greater 
than 0 beloW the bottom conductor 21 and the storage layer 
33b is formed a distance d4 greater than 0 beloW the third 
conductor in the dielectric layer 20. 

In FIG. 19, a tenth con?guration is illustrated Wherein the 
distance d4 in FIG. 18 is reduced to Zero. As a result, the 
storage layer 33b is in electrical contact With the third con 
ductor 35 and is in closer proximity to the top conductor 31 
Which improves the Write ef?ciency compared With the ninth 
con?guration. Additionally, the storage layer 33b is closer to 
the SP free layer in the MT] 28 Which improves the read 
e?iciency. 

Referring to FIG. 20, another embodiment is depicted in 
Which a storage layer 330 is formed adjacent to the MT] 28. 
The storage layer has a thickness t3 of between 10 and 100 
Angstroms, a length W3 of 0.05 to 0.5 microns oriented par 
allel to the x-axis, and is separated from a sideWall of the MT] 
21 by a distance In of about 50 to several thousandAngstroms. 
The length W3 is preferably greater than the Width e of the 
MT]. In this example, the MT] 28 is formedbetWeen a bottom 
conductor 21 and a top conductor 31 that functions as a bit 
line. As in previous embodiments, there may be a third con 
ductor (Word line) located above the top conductor 31 or 
beloW the bottom conductor 21. The storage layer 330 may be 
formed Within the insulating layer 30 and has a stray ?eld 34 
oriented along the x-axis direction. 

Referring to FIGS. 21-24, other embodiments are depicted 
Wherein the storage layer 33d is formed Within an MT] 40 and 
therefore has the same shape from a top-doWn vieW (not 
shoWn) as the MT]. The present invention encompasses as 
least four con?gurations Wherein the storage layer 33d is 
formed on a non-magnetic conducting spacer layer 36 that 
serves as a seed layer to provide optimal groWth of the storage 
layer crystalline structure. The MT] 40 is comprised of the 
same layers as in MT] 38 except for the storage layer 33d and 
spacer layer 36. The spacer layer 36 may be made of Ta, Cu, 
Ru, Au, Zr, Rh, Cr, W, or alloys or multilayers of the afore 
mentioned elements With a thickness betWeen 50 and 300 
Angstroms. The storage layer 33d may be comprised of NiFe, 
CoFe, or alloys thereof, and has a thickness similar to t1, t2, or 
t3 of storage layers 33a, 33b, or 330, respectively. Moreover, 
the storage layer 33d has an easy axis and a stray ?eld 34 
oriented along the x-axis direction. In each con?guration, an 
AFM layer 23 may be formed on a surface of the pinned layer 
24 opposite the tunneling (insulating) layer 25. 

Referring to FIG. 21, a preferred con?guration is shoWn 
that represents a bottom spin valve structure Wherein the stack 
comprised of a loWer spacer layer 36 and upper storage layer 
33d is inserted betWeen the SP free layer 26 and cap layer 27 
described previously With respect to FIG. 4. In other Words, 
the spacer layer 36 is formed on the SP free layer 26 and the 
cap layer 27 is disposed on the upper storage layer 33d. The 
top conductor 31 is formed on the cap layer 27. 

In FIG. 22, another con?guration is depicted in Which the 
sequential order of forming the AFM layer 23, pinned layer 
24, tunneling layer 25, and SP free layer 26 in MT] 40 (FIG. 
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21) is reversed so that the SP free layer 26 is formed on the 
seed layer 22 followed in succession by tunneling layer 25, 
pinned layer 24, AFM layer 23, spacer layer 36, storage layer 
33d, and cap layer 27. 

Yet another con?guration is shoWn in FIG. 23 Wherein the 
stack comprised of the loWer spacer layer 36 and upper stor 
age layer 33d is inserted betWeen the bottom conductor 21 
and the seed layer 22. For example, the seed layer 22, AFM 
layer 23, pinned layer 24, tunneling layer 25, SP free layer 26, 
and cap layer 27 may be formed sequentially on the storage 
layer 33d. 

Referring to FIG. 24, another con?guration is shoWn in 
Which the sequential order of forming the AFM layer 23, 
pinned layer 24, tunneling layer 25, and SP free layer 26 in 
MT] 40 (FIG. 23) is reversed so that the SP free layer 26 is 
formed on the seed layer 22 folloWed in succession by tun 
neling layer 25, pinned layer 24, AFM layer 23, and cap layer 
27. The spacer layer 36 is disposed on the bottom conductor 
21 and the seed layer 22 is formed on the storage layer 33d. 

The present invention is also a method of making the pre 
viously described MT] and storage layer. In one embodiment 
represented by FIGS. 21-24 that applies to MRAM applica 
tions, all the layers in MT] 40 including the storage layer 33d 
and spacer layer 36 are fabricated during the same deposition 
and patterning process sequence. For example, in FIG. 21 the 
MT] stack of layers 22-26 and the non-magnetic spacer layer 
36 are laid doWn in sequential order on the bottom conductor 
21 by employing a sputter deposition process knoWn to those 
skilled in the art. As mentioned earlier, the tunneling layer 25 
requires an oxidation step to transform an Al, Ti, Hf, or Mg 
layer to an oxide that serves as an insulating layer before the 
SP free layer 26 is deposited thereon. Optionally, the Al, Ti, 
Hf, or Mg layer may be converted to a nitride. After the spacer 
layer 36 is deposited, the storage layer 33b and then the cap 
layer 27 may be sputter deposited in the same sputter depo 
sition system as the underlying MT] layers. At this point, a 
photoresist layer (not shoWn) is patterned on the storage layer. 
Thereafter, an etch process such as an ion beam etch (IBE) is 
performed to remove portions of the storage layer and under 
lying MT] layers that are not protected by the photoresist 
layer. The photoresist layer is removed by a conventional 
method and then an insulating layer (not shoWn) is deposited 
on the cap layer 27 and in the etched regions by a chemical 
vapor deposition (CVD) process or the like to a thickness 
above the cap layer. A planariZation process may be carried 
out to form an essentially ?at insulating layer that is about 
coplanar With the cap layer 27. Finally, an array of top con 
ductors including the top conductor 31 may be formed by a 
conventional damascene process. 
One advantage of the present invention is that the coupling 

betWeen a ferromagnetic free layer and a pinned layer in a 
conventional MT] is avoided because of the super-paramag 
netic state of the free layer as described herein. As a result, 
there are no variations in sWitching threshold due to bias 
issues. The digital information in the storage layer is simply 
read out by the MT] sensing element. Moreover, the storage 
layer can be optimiZed independently of the pinned layer, 
especially in con?gurations Where the storage layer is formed 
above, beloW, or adjacent to the MT] and is separate from the 
MT]. Another bene?t achieved With the present invention is 
that the incompatibility issue of free layer materials needing 
both a loW Hc for good sWitching behavior and a high Fe 
content for larger MR ratios in an MT] has been overcome 
because digital information is noW stored in a separate storage 
layer rather than in the free layer for MRAM applications. 

While this invention has been particularly shoWn and 
described With reference to, the preferred embodiment 
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12 
thereof, it Will be understood by those skilled in the art that 
various changes in form and details may be made Without 
departing from the spirit and scope of this invention. 

We claim: 
1. An MRAM structure, comprising: 
(a) a magnetic tunnel junction (MT]) sensing element hav 

ing length and Width dimensions and formed on a planar 
conductive substrate, said MT] has a ?rst stack of layers 
comprised of a ferromagnetic layer With a magnetiZation 
direction along a ?rst axis, a super-paramagnetic (SP) 
free layer in Which a remnant magnetiZation is substan 
tially Zero in the absence of an external ?eld, and in 
Which magnetiZation is roughly proportional to an exter 
nal ?eld until reaching a saturation value, and an insu 
lating layer formed betWeen the ferromagnetic layer and 
SP free layer; and 

(b) a planar storage layer Within said MT] having anisot 
ropy, an easy axis, and a uniaxial magnetiZation along 
the ?rst axis that is aligned parallel or anti-parallel to the 
magnetiZation direction of the ferromagnetic layer to 
determine a digital storage value of “0” or “1”, respec 
tively, said planar storage layer is separated from said SP 
free layer and is formed along a plane that is parallel to 
the planar conductive substrate. 

2. The MRAM structure of claim 1 Wherein said insulating 
layer is comprised of an oxide Which is AlOx, TiOx, HfOx, 
MgO, or a lamination of one or more of the aforementioned 
oxides. 

3. The MRAM structure of claim 1 Wherein said insulating 
layer is comprised of a nitride Which is AlNx, TiNx, HfNx, 
MgNx, or a lamination of one or more of the aforementioned 
nitrides. 

4. The MRAM structure of claim 1 Wherein said storage 
layer is ferromagnetic or ferrimagnetic and has an anisotropy 
substantially along the ?rst axis and in the same direction as 
that of the magnetic moment of said ferromagnetic layer in 
the MT]. 

5. The MRAM structure of claim 1 Wherein said anisotropy 
is a shape anisotropy resulting from an elliptical, rectangular, 
eye, or diamond shape and the magnetiZation direction of the 
storage layer is oriented along its easy axis Which is parallel to 
the magnetiZation direction of the ferromagnetic layer in the 
MT]. 

6. The MRAM structure of claim 1 Wherein the storage 
layer is formed above, beloW or adjacent to the MT] and has 
a lengthWise dimension along said easy axis that is greater 
than the Width dimension of the MT]. 

7. The MRAM structure of claim 6 Wherein the storage 
layer has a uniaxial crystalline anisotropy, and has a shape 
that is different than a shape of the MT] from a top-doWn 
view. 

8. The MRAM structure of claim 1 Wherein the SP free 
layer is comprised of laminated layers of Co, Fe, Ni, CoFe, 
NiFe, CoFeNi, or CoFeB, and a layer of Cr, Ta, Ag, Cu, or Zr 
formed betWeen adjacent laminated layers in the S-P free 
layer. 

9. The MRAM structure of claim 8 Wherein a Cr, Ta, Ag, 
Cu, or Zr layer has a thickness betWeen about 2 and 10 
Angstroms. 

10. The MRAM structure of claim 1 Wherein the storage 
layer is about 20 to 50 Angstroms thick and is formed on a 
non-magnetic conducting spacer layer, said storage layer and 
non-magnetic spacer are incorporated in the MT] such that 
the storage layer and non-magnetic spacer have essentially 
the same shape, and same length and Width dimensions as the 
MT] element from a top-doWn perspective. 
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11. The MRAM structure of claim 10 wherein the non- 13. The MRAM structure of claim 10 Wherein the MT] is 
magnetic Spacer layer iS comprised OfTa, C11, R11, Au,Ag, Zr, further comprised of a seed layer on Which the ?rst stack is 
Rh, Cr, W, or alloys or multilayers thereof and has a thickness formed and wherein the Storage layer and nommagnetic 
of about 5 to 300 Angstroms' spacer form a second stack of layers and said second stack is 

12' The Structure of Claim 10 wherein the MT] is 5 formed betWeen the conductive substrate and the seed layer. 
further comprised of a cap layer as the uppermost layer in the 
MT] and Wherein the storage layer and non-magnetic spacer 
form a second stack of layers and said second stack is formed 
betWeen the ?rst stack and the cap layer. * * * * * 


